Introduction
In March 1991, slightly less than two years after the violent crackdown on student protesters in Tiān'ānmén square in Beǐjīng on 4-5 June 1989, during which, even according to very conservative sources, at least four or five hundred people were killed, a poem appeared on the occasion of the annual spring festival on the front page of the overseas edition of the People's Daily (Rénmín Rìbào (haǐwàibaň) ). The poem, entitled "Lantern Festival", and, seemingly, a perfectly innocent double quatrain of heptasyllabic lines with a conventional x-a-x-a rhyme scheme and some tonal patterning, was authored by a certain Zhū Haǐhōng , apparently a UCLA graduate student at the time. At first sight it looked like one of those poignantly patriotic pieces so typical of the PRC government controlled newspaper. Poems of this type, still routinely encountered in contemporary PRC papers and journals on the more festive seasonal occasions, are rather stunning not only for their stubborn insistence on a thoroughly pre-modern poetic form in media otherwise aiming at the propagation of a technocratic state-designed overdrive modernity, but also for their adherence to a whole set of thoroughly clichéed classic images, intermingled with socialist buzzwords: * Part of this essay was written when I was a research fellow at the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study in Uppsalla (March-July 2005), the support of which is gratefully acknowledged here. I am indebted to Bernhard Führer, Alex de Voogt, and two anonymous reviewers for several insightful comments. As the more perceptive among the readers soon discovered, much to the dismay of the less attentive frontpage editor of the journal (sacked shortly afterwards), the poem had an acrostic line embedded, diagonally from the last character of the first line to the first character of the penultimate line, seven, Lı̌ Péng xià tái píng mín fèn, which can be read as either "Li Peng step down, appease the people's furor!" or "Li Peng step down, the common people are furious!". Ending in fèn 'furious', the line joins with chūn 'spring' in an impure, but conventional rhyme 2 in the last line ("waiting for spring to spread throughout this sacred land"), thus surreptitiously evoking the "furor of the people", and associating it with what had come to be referred to as the shortlived "Beǐjīng spring" in Western media.
